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Uunlike modern scientific accounts of the Reef, the journals of explorers often move between personal and impersonal topics, between objective and subjective modes, and their discourse is charged with the wonder and awe of seeing for the first time. This is certainly the case with the journals which where published after James Cook's Endeavour voyage of 1768-1771.
Much of the contents of the journals are given over to dispassionate description not to say nauticalese such as the following:
Friday 10th Fresh gales at SSE and SEBS. In the PM the wind fell so as we got up the small bower Anchor and hove in to a whole Cable on the best bower. At 3 oClock in the morning we got up the lower yards and at 7 weigh'd and stood in for the land intending to seek a passage along shore to the northward having a Boat ahead sounding, depth of water as we run in from 19 to 12 fathom: after standing in an hour we edge'd away for 3 small Island that lay NNE1/2E 3 Leagues from Cape Bedford, to these Islands the Master had been in the Pinnace when the Ship was in Port; At 9 oClock we were abreast of them and between them and the Main having another low Island between us and the latter which lies WNW, 4 Miles from the Three Island in this Channell had 14 fathom water: the northermost Point of the Main we had in sight bore from us NNW1/2W distant 2 Leagues. Four or 5 Leagues to the NE of this head lad land appear'd three high Islands with some smaller ones near them and the Shoals and reefs without us we could see extending to the northward as far as these Islands: we directed our Course between them and the above headland leaving a small ld to the Eastwd of us which lies NBE 4 M. from ye 3 Ids having all the while a boat ahead sounding.
(http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-cook-17700810) But when it came to the legendary 'coste dangereuse' Cook's tone becomes more personal.
His journal reveals that he was well aware of the dangers of the reef, especially north of Cape Tribulation "because here begun all our troubles" (http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-cook-17700610). Throughout the navigation of the Queensland coast the soundings revealed increasingly dramatic depth changes, varying from over 20 fathoms to three or four, and sometimes a mere few feet, in the space of a few minutes. At 15°45' South, the Endeavour struck the reef, and frantic attempts were made to lighten her as she took on water. With the pumps failing -Cook's laments: "This was an alarming and I may say terrible, circumstance etropic 7 (2008): Torre, Literary Representations of the Great Barrier Reef and threatend immidiate destruction to us as soon as the Ship was afloat" (http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-cook-17700612). Similarly Hawkesworth says "this was a dreadful circumstance, so that we anticipated the floating of the ship not as an earnest of deliverance, but as an event that would probably precipitate our destruction" (http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-hv23-548)
Hawkesworth again:
We well knew that our boats were not capable of carrying us all on shore, and that when the dreadful crisis should arrive, as all command and subordination would be at an end, a contest for preference would probably ensue, that would increase the horrors even of shipwreck, and terminate in the destruction of us all by the hands of each other; yet we knew that if any should be left on board to perish in the waves, they would probably suffer less upon the whole than those who should get on shore, without any lasting or effectual defence against the natives, in a country, where even nets and firearms would scarcely furnish them with food; and where, if they should find the means of subsistence, they must be condemned to languish out the remainder of life in a desolate wilderness, without the possession, or even hope, of any domestic comfort, and cut off from all commerce with mankind, except the naked savages who prowled the desert, and who perhaps were some of the most rude and uncivilized upon the earth. To those only who have waited in a state of such suspense, death has approached in all his terrors; and as the dreadful moment that was to determine our fate came on, every one saw his own sensations pictured in the countenances of his companions...(http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-hv23-549)
On Friday 22 June 1770 Cook beaches the damaged Endeavour in the river which was to take the barks name, and he observes the damage: At 2 oClock in the AM the tide left her which gave us an oppertunity to examine the leak which we found to be at her floor heads a little before the Starboard fore chains -here the rocks had made their way thro' four Planks, quite to and even into the timbers and wound'd three more. the manner these planks were damaged or cut out as I may say is hardly credable -scarce a splinter was to be seen, but the whole was cut away as if it had been done by the hands of Man with a blunt edge tool -fortunately for us the timbers in this place were very close other wise it would have been impossible to have saved the ship and even as it was it appear'd very extraordinary that she did not made no more water than what she did -A large piece of Coral rock was sticking in one hole and several pieces of the fothering, small stones, sand &Ca had made its way in and lodged between the timbers which had stoped the water from forceing its way in in great quantities. (http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-cook-17700622) After many days spent repairing the hull, Cook, surveying the coast from a nearby hilltop refers to the 'Melancholy' prospect of finding a passage through the reef, amd after still more days of probing the labyrinthine reef Cook is again in danger ("the very jaws of distruction" he says) near Lizard island:
All the dangers we had escaped were nothing little in comparison of being thrown upon this Reef where the Ship must be dashed to peices in a Moment, a Reef such a one as is here spoke of is scarcely known in Europe it is a wall of Coral Rock rising all most perpendicular out of the unfathomable Ocean always overflowen at high-water generally 7 or 8 feet and dry in places at Low-water, the large waves of the vast Ocean meeting with so sudden a resistance makes a most terrible surf breaking mountains high especially as in our case when the general trade wind blowes directly upon it.(http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-cook-
17700816)
Banks too comments on the perilous nature of coral reefs: "we were little less than certain that we were upon sunken coral rocks, the most dreadfull of all others on account of their sharp points and grinding quality which cut through a ships bottom almost immediately" (http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-banks-17700610). The destructive power of coral is also noted by Hawksworth: "we were upon a rock of coral, which is more fatal than any other, because the points of it are sharp, and every part of the surface so rough as to grind away whatever is rubbed against it, even with the gentlest motion" ( http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnlhv23-545). Banks is similarly moved: "Now was our case truly desperate, no man I beleive but who gave himself intirely over, a speedy death was all we had to hope for and that from etropic 7 (2008): Torre, Literary Representations of the Great Barrier Reef the vastness of the Breakers which must quickly dash the ship all to peices was scarce to be doubted. Other hopes we had none: the boats were in the ship and must be dashd in peices with her..." (http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-banks-17700816).
Parkinson also observes that "this labyrinth of islands we passed with some difficulty, on account of the number of shoals which we met with" (http://nla.gov.au/ nla.cs-ss-jrnlparkinson-185), and on striking the reef he observes:
About eleven, the ship struck upon the rocks, and remained immoveable. We were, at this period, many thousand leagues from our native land, (which we had left upwards of two years,) and on a barbarous coast, where, if the ship had been wrecked, and we had escaped the perils of the sea, we should have fallen into the rapacious hands of savages. Agitated and surprised as we were, we attempted every apparent eligible method to escape, if possible, from the brink of destruction. ( http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-parkinson-186)
When Banks comes to explore the reef, he says:
As we were now safe at an anchor it was resolvd to send the boats upon the nearest shoal to search for shell fish, turtle or whatever else they could get. They accordingly went and Dr Solander and myself accompanied them in my small boat. In our way we met with two water snakes, one 5 the other 6 feet long; we took them both; they much resembled Land snakes only their tails were flatted sideways, I suppose for the convenience of swimming, and were not venomous. The shoal we went upon was the very reef we had so near been lost upon yesterday, now no longer terrible to us; it afforded little provision for the ship, no turtle, only 300lb of Great cockles, some were however of an immense size. We had in the way of curiosity much better success, meeting with many curious fish and mollusca besides Corals of many species, all alive, among which was the Tubipora musica. I have often lamented that we had not time to make proper observations upon this curious tribe of animals but we were so intirely taken up with the more conspicuous links of the chain of creation as fish, Plants, Birds &c &c. that it was impossible. (http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-banks-17700817) Like Banks, Parkinson has a passing interest in the flora and fauna of the reef:
During the time we staid here, we picked up a great many natural curiosities from the reef we struck upon, consisting of a variety of curious shells, most of which were entirely new to Mr.
Banks and Dr. Solander. We met also with many new species of fish. Madrepores and other The reefs were covered with a numberless variety of beautiful corallines of all colours and figures, having here and there interstices of very white sand. These made a pleasing appearance under water, which was smooth on the inside of the reef, while it broke all along the outside, and may be aptly compared to a grove of shrubs growing under water. Numbers of beautiful coloured fishes make their residence amongst these rocks, and may be caught by hand on the high part of the reef at low water. There are also crabs, molusca of various sorts, and a great variety of curious shell-fish, which adhere to the old dead coral that forms the reef. ( http://nla.gov.au/nla.cs-ss-jrnl-parkinson-198)
The journals then, although they provided ground-breaking accounts of the geographical details, indigenous people, and flora and fauna of the continent, largely ignored the reef except for reinforcing its perils for navigators. All commentators speak in almost biblical terms: surprized, 'alarmed' 'destruction', and 'redemption' 'great violence' 'scenes of distress' 'excessive fatigue of body and agitation of mind ' in describing the navigation of the Great Barrier Reef. Versed as these English gentlemen were in the classics, their experiences of the reef no doubt brought to mind intimations of the sublime, of which Edmund Burke had just written A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origins of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (1757) . The sublime was associated with great beauty in art and nature but also with terror:
Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say, whatever is ins any sort terrible, or is conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a source of the sublime; that is, it is productive of the strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling. I say the strongest emotion, because I am satisfied the ideas of pain are much more powerful than those which enter on the part of pleasure. Without all doubt, the torments which we may be made to suffer, are much greater in their effect on the body and mind, than any pleasures which the most learned voluptuary could suggest, or than the liveliest imagination, and the most sound and exquisitely sensible body could enjoy…On closing this general view of beauty, it naturally occurs, that we should compare it with the sublime; and in this comparison there appears a remarkable contrast. For sublime objects are vast in their dimensions, beautiful ones comparatively small; beauty should be etropic 7 (2008): Torre, Literary Representations of the Great Barrier Reef smooth, and polished; the great, rugged and negligent; beauty should shun the right line, yet deviate from it insensibly; the great in many cases loves the right line, and when it deviates, it often makes a storong deviation; beauty should not be obscure; the great ought to be dark and gloomy; beauty should be light and delicate; the great ought to be solid, and even massive.
They are indeed ideas of a very different nature, one being founded on pain, the other on pleasure; and however they may vary afterwards from the direct nature of their causes, yet these causes keep up an eternal distinction between them…In the infinite variety of natural combinations we must expect to find the qualities of things most remote imaginable from each other united in the same object. The trees here will protect the visitor, but their evolutionary significance is not missed either:
the Casuarina stabilizes the sand and directs the sunlight; the Tournefortia can live in salty soil; the Pisonia is a host for nesting birds, and the Pandanus is able to grow in rock. Naming is an important part of O'Connor's poetic conceptualization of the environment. Getting botanical or zoological terminology and scientific insight into a poetic discourse is not the easiest thing to do, but O'Connor manages to do this consistently well.
Two more poems deal with the shape and rhythm of human living on islands of the Reef, Nevertheless, the planting starts just as the monsoon arrives. Section V, entitled "Islanders" is an amusing account of the staff of the island resort, but most of the poem traces the gradual growth into maturity of the re-planted flora. Section VII, "The Butterfly Tunnel" begins: The island continues to narrate its development: as the coral breaks down to sand, it begin to emerge from the water; birds inhabit it and "their hot droppings quickened my sand. / Their rich siftings woke me, I stirred. / I grew fertile, then eager, I waiting a seed" (30); grasses, In "A Cuttlefish Bone" the paradoxical fact that the cuttlefish 'wears its shell inside' is considered, after a description of its exquisite but functional shape, and then the illumination that it is not so different from us: Love has taken the insights of Aboriginals, scientists, novelists, explorers, journalists, tourists and many others, and refracted these through her own experiences and reflections to construct her vision of the meaning of nature for human beings. Love says "It is not so much the reef as it exists in and of itself that I want to explore in the pages that follow, though it will of course be part of the story. It is more the meaning of the Great Barrier Reef as it is encountered in danger, work, fun, or the search for sustenance" .
One of Love's first observations is that 'Reefscape' inverts our experiential sense of landscape: "Reefscape is where the rocks are living, plants grow downwards, the sky glows through a refracting barrier of water, and there is no air save that which humans take with them. On land, wildlife flees the human encounter, underwater, fishes move largely indifferent to human intrusion. Reefscape provides quite a different encounter with wildness" (6). In sensitive encounters with nature, continues Love, 'delight in nature' displaces selfconsciousness with a form of 'disembodied pleasure ' (60) . This dissolution of self-awareness is intensified underwater: Viewing underwater increases the displacement of self. People must brave the transition between the element of air and the element of water, the moment when two different worlds join…I am suspended in warm water as if I were a part of it, entering into some kind of prehuman condition of flowingness. The history of human evolution rolls backwards for this moment of re-entry into the oceanic past, and the planktonic ego is liberated…Air and sky are left behind, the sea washes over, and it is a different self that dives down to meet whatever moves below. (Love 6) Despite the fact that "film and video increasingly allow ever more impossible journeys into unimaginable places, like the interior of the coral polyp even as it spawns" Love says that there are limits to our ability to understand the Reef in material ways, but "reaching into reefscape through the imagination has few limits" (8).
Overcoming those physical limits is the story of "Diving for Oldies". Embedded in the author's narrative of her diving lessons, is the story of Jean Devanny's first descent into the Great Barrier Reef at Green Island in a diving bell. Of her 25 feet descent Devanny wrote "I felt acutely alone, but as I was lowered away the amazing nature of the new experience effaced all consciousness of self" (27). In the next section "Fishness" Love explores theories of fish-consciousness. For the diver, normal human perception and cognition are altered: "Sensory information is fed to the swimmer from all directions-up, down, sideways-differently from on land. Smell and taste become irrelevant…the sense of hearing is dulled underwater …Weird, too, the sense of touch…It is the visual that overwhelms" (43) (44) . But what of the creatures of this environment: " How might fishes experience tides and currents, night and day, territory, food, reproduction, and death? How might they experience the reef, and how might their experience be different if reef corals grow from shipwrecks, or from piles of old tyres with which artificial reefs are now being created?" (44).
Love discusses the work of researchers in the field, concluding that it is hard for humans not to project their own patterns of consciousness onto fish. One of the major differences between fish and humans lies in now they move about their domain; for fish, movement is often in schools: "they move together as if choreographed with the dancer's sense of unity and grace" and where humans hear only the gurgling of their own aqualungs, for 'fishes there is no such thing as the silence of the deep…the reef fish has an excellent sense of hearing" (50) Despite the difficulty Love decides: "Yet it is worth a try, to imagine what it is like to live in a state of different sensory awareness, without the capacity for self-awareness but with a kind of school-awarnesss. Perhaps it would be like having a sense of community without a sense of self" (51). Could such insights be relevant to human life. Love speculates:
Fishes as they move in schools, move as 'dividuals' all. They show there are ways of living cooperatively in groups that humans might like to ponder. There has been a time in the past history of humans on earth when they first learned to gather in groups around a camp fire. In the future, people will gather differently together. We're not going to end up fishes, but we may end up relating differently, and possibly better, as dividuals all. (52) Can humans communicate with these 'dividuals' asks Love. Obviously, not in language, but when one observes a fish, eyeball to eyeball, she says, "the return of the gaze means something" (52), it means seeing fish as something more than a meal. And it is particularly obvious with larger marine creatures, whales, dolphins, dugongs, and even sharks, that they respond to humans. Tourist operators bring people to spots on the reef where these animals often appear, and in turn, these animals often appear to view the tourists. Are they experiencing the same curiosity as humans? Love compares these to the holy shrines sought out by pilgrims. At Uluru, a message from the Anangu tribe says: "Tourists see the rock and they see it as an exceptionally large rock.
But they should look into the rock and if they could do that they would see the spirit that lives there, and they will know about the rock" (207). Those who immerse themselves in the reef, At the experiential level then, a minimal spirituality seems predicated, a "sense that there is something here that cannot be explained-mysteries, uncertainties, doubts, and also awe, inspiration. There is something that transcends my small experience and knowledge of the world" (212). One explanation for these feelings, says Love, might be found in Miroslav Holub's theory that the genome or 'Life Entity' links us to the evolutionary genetic processes of our planet and the cosmos, allowing the individual "to partake of something above the individual experience" to see ourselves "as a unit of something bigger" (212-213). Love concedes thought, that many people would not want to go beyond traditional religious views of spirituality, which she then proceeds to examine.
In searching for the varieties of religious spirituality the reef might speak of , Love finds that the aboriginals who dwell on the coasts of northern Australia call themselves the Sandbeach or Saltwater people" (216). As observed earlier these people believe the land flows seamlessly into the sea, which contains many sacred and mythological sites, although many of these remain secret knowledge, known only to the mappers and Aboriginal elders. For Aboriginal people the reef and the sea in general is charged with the spirits of their ancestors:
The Sandbeach people of Cape York say that before there were [people] the fish, animals and birds were all like human beings… They were spirit people, called Stories, and they "to know what we are by means of what we are not" is common to "swimmers and divers of whatever religious persuasion or lack of it" in fact, the reef's beauty and complexity "allows the non-believer imaginative space to take the notion of 'awe' seriously" (223). This is Rosaleen Love's own position, as suggested in the conclusion of her study:
For those who find echoes of heavenly places in nature, the 'other-worldly' nature of the reef experience is a glimpse of Paradise. Or it can be more down to this earth, a sudden and overwhelmingly immediate perception of just where one stands on the continuum of life, as if a window was suddenly opened onto a hitherto closed part of the mind…For humanists, atheists and religious believers, whatever the ultimate cause, the moral and ethical issues In an interview Mairou said:
"The book came about as an extension of something I was already involved in, a local campaign to help secure better protection for marine ecosystems. Modern commercial fishing practices are exceedingly cruel and incredibly destructive -a prawn trawler working over a patch of the ocean floor, using nets weighted by heavy chains that are dragged over the ocean floor, can remove just about every living thing in just a number of passes. This includes all sessile life like sponges and corals, and an incredible array of non-target species, including juveniles of many species, endangered marine reptiles like turtles, many species of sharks, rays, the lot. Fishermen have a brutal euphemism for the non-target species that kind of sums up their view on the whole thing -they call these animals 'trash' -and they are dumped back into the sea either dead or in the process of dying after going through the sorting tray on deck.
Basically, if an animal has no monetary worth then its survival or death is of absolutely no consequence… but that is no different to the way in which humans view terrestrial animals either." (http://www.vegansworldnetwork.org/van-news2004-9.html#DugongMeadowBookReview6/22/04)
The large-format book consists of 26 full page colour illustrations with simple captions which convey the narrative. The first page (pages are not numbered) for example tells us: "Sunshine dapples the sandy seafloor. Warm currents ripple the seagrass. Gentle Dugong swims and plays with friendly fishes that share the meadow with him." Subsequent pages tell of the "rumbling or grumbling" presaging a trawl net which snaps coral, tears sponges, and crushes the seagrass.
The "Gentle Dugong" and turtle try in vain to free the struggling fishes from the net as it ascends and disappears. As the "Gentle Dugong sinks forlornly" he doesn't notice the descending darkness as the sun clouds over and a cyclone comes. The sea creatures go into hiding and eventually the air and water clear to reveal the trawler lying wrecked on the floor of the sea-grass meadow.
On its deck the dugong nudges its friends, "pale, limp fishes…the great ray" but they are lifeless. The "nervous lobsters", the moray eel, the cuttle and porcupine fish begin to explore the boat, which "sits there on the sand for a long time…and still Gentle Dugong hides terrified in the meadows." After a while the turtle "makes her den beneath the gable of the boat's bow" and "sleepy sharks doze in shady places beside the hull." Eventually even the timid dugong swims in closer and sees "how sponges and corals cover the whole boat. They even grow in the bottles that spill from the boat's galley.
Finally "he sees that the fishing boat offers shelter for many creatures that live in the meadow. It is part of the meadow now." Mairou says: "It is my fervent wish that other people might come to view marine animals (indeed all animals) as beings with lives as complex and valuable as their own" and in this story she gently illustrates how marine animals might 'feel' at the destruction of themselves and their environment if they thought as seven year old children. She also shows how the instrument of destruction ironically becomes a shelter for many of the creatures it once destroyed, and, somewhat more sternly, she shows that nature has destructive powers perhaps greater than that of humans, but that nature can also heal and regenerate itself, and even absorb disturbing elements into itself.
